Prevalence of third molars in dental practice attenders aged over 35 years.
There is a lack of information in the United Kingdom on the prevalence of third molars in older patients. The aim of this study was therefore to define the pattern of lower third molar retention in UK dental practice attenders aged 35 years and over. A random sample of 599 eligible patients from a rural dental practice were included in the study. Information was obtained from clinical notes and panoramic radiographs. Data collected included age, gender, presence or absence of lower third molars, number of teeth present in the lower arch and eruption status. Two hundred and sixty-four (44.1 per cent) had at least one lower third molar present (mean age = 57.1 years) while 335 (55.9 per cent) had no lower third molars (mean age = 50.2 years). The data suggest that a greater proportion of men than women retain at least one lower third molar although this finding was not statistically significant. Seventy per cent of retained lower third molars reported in the study were fully erupted. Sixty per cent were vertically placed. There was an association between age and number of teeth present (chi 2 = 38.85, 4DF, P < 0.05), older patients having fewer lower teeth. These data suggest that a large number of patients can expect to keep their lower third molars beyond the age of 35 years and that in many cases a conservative "wait and see' policy for lower third molars in the early twenties is appropriate.